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John Haines
SH A D O W S
I stepped out into the yard on a warm October evening, just before 
dark. I forget now why I went out, perhaps for an armload of wood, 
or just to check on the last of the sunset, the oncoming night sky. In 
those days when I had done eating or sleeping, the natural place for 
me to go was outdoors.
I hadn’t been out long when I saw what I at first thought was a 
large, dark leaf blowing towards me in the dusk; but there was no 
wind. It brushed by me and disappeared behind the house. A few 
moments later it returned, darting erratically overhead, and again 
went out of sight, this time down the road toward the river. I thought 
for a moment it might be a late swallow, but it seemed too dark and 
strange, and the swallows had long since left the country.
Again the strange visitor fluttered past me in the semi-darkness. 1 
suddenly knew it was a bat, that there was more than one, perhaps 
two or three. I went to the house door and called to my wife, Jo, to 
come and see them. Out there in the warm dusk now slowly edging 
into night, we both stood and watched. It was impossible in that light 
to keep track of them, they were simply too quick. As soon as I had 
one fixed in flight against the sky, it flew down into the darkness of 
the trees and vanished. A queer, jerky flight, a little like that of a 
butterfly, but stronger and swifter. We watched them for as long as 
we could see, and then went back indoors.
Looking among the animal books on my shelf, I found a section on 
bats, and began reading. I learned that the earliest fossil bat ates back 
to the Eocene, “95 million years after the first bird flapped through 
the Jurassic skies,” and long after the last flying reptile had closed its 
wings. Their teeth and skulls were similar to early monkeys, 
suggesting a common ancestor. The writer went on to say that bats 
may be our earliest relatives in the non-monkey world.
Only two kinds of bats were to be found so far north, and they were 
thought to be limited to the southcentral part of Alaska, two or three 
hundred miles to the south of us. I soon concluded from my reading, 
and from their size and flight habits, that our bats were the Little  
Brown M yotis, one of the commonest of North American bats. I read 
that they slept by day in caves, old buildings and hollow trees; in deep
11
John Haines
dusk they could be seen flying near water, or at the edge of the forest. 
And what I read seemed to be true, for here they were in the dusk, 
hunting our cleared spaces am ong  the birch trees.
The next evening I was walking up the road to mail a letter; it was 
again warm and still, a little air moving over the hills, and  the light 
was a warm  gold on the river channels in the southwest. I soon saw a 
bat flying back and  forth, up and  dow n the roadway, swiftly changing 
altitude in pursuit of the insects that  were still ab road .
The w arm  weather held ano ther  day or two, then turned  cold with 
that suddeness of fall, and the small bats did not come again. In my 
ignorance, I wondered where they had gone. Had they really flown 
south, far south on those frail, um brella wings? H ow  could they pass 
the m ountains through  C anada, or survive the coastline, the storm y 
gulf? Or had they found a crevice in a rock nearby, or a hollow 
cottonwood, folded their wings and gone to sleep for the winter? I was 
never to know. I thought abou t them, and  wondered what it would be 
like to be there with them, to hang upside-down in the darkness and  
cold, waiting for spring; perhaps to  freeze and never awake. “They 
have few enemies. . .bad w eather is one of them. W hen not 
hibernating, they seem unable to endure long fasts; pro tracted  cold, 
windy, rainy weather that keeps insects from  flying, causes 
considerable m ortality .” Snow came soon, and the year plunged 
deeper into frost.
There are shadows over the land. They come out of the ground, 
appear in the air a round us, in the shapes of leaves and flying things. 
Tree-shadows that haunt the w oodlands of childhood and  fairy tales, 
holding fear in their branches. S tone shadows on the desert; cloud 
shadows on the sea, and over the sum m er hills, bringing water. 
Shapes o f shadow in pools and  wells, vague forms in the sandlight.
Out of the past come these wind-figures, flapping sails of lizards 
with terrible teeth and claws. Shadow s of things that walked once and 
went away. Lickers of blood that fasten by night to the veins of cattle, 
to the foot of a sleeping ape, or man. In the far north ,  where 
m astodons walked, and their fur-clad bones still come out of the 
ground; triceratops feeding in the m arshlands, by the verge of the 
coal-making forests.
Shadows in doorways, and under the eaves of ancient buildings. 
Shadows cast by icy branches against the windows; they rattle on the
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glass and wake us, trembling. And there are shadows in the heart of 
any person, old ghosts that will not die. They rise and fly into walls 
built there long ago. O f the life that was and is not now, only these 
still-seeking shapes that live where we do not look.
It is Autumn; leaves are flying, a storm of them  over the land- 
brown and yellow, parched and pale — Shelley’s “pestilence-stricken 
multitudes.” They fly in our faces and scare us; they whirl and  spill 
into other shadows, to lie still, waiting for the snow. These shadows 
wait for us wherever we are, shadows of the end and the beginning. 
Stand still and look. And sometimes a shadow so huge it covers the 
land, moving in like night itself, and  makes a night of its own.
The following year in late Septem ber I hiked down into Banner 
Creek from Cam pbell’s hill, on my way home from  hunting. 1 stopped 
briefly to look inside an old frame shack left behind on the hillside by 
miners a few years before. It was evening, near dusk, and the light 
inside the shack was poor, but I soon saw something dark  hanging on 
the wall near a window, halfway up from the floor. I walked quietly 
over to it and found a small brown bat clinging to a crack in one of the 
boards. I had no light and could not see clearly any details of the 
creature, but it seemed similar to the bats we had seen the year before. 
I had a m om entary  impulse to pick it up and carry it ou tdoors  where I 
could have a better look at it. I decided not to disturb it; I might learn 
more, but it was not worth the risk of scaring or injuring the bat. I 
looked around, then left the shack and quietly shut the door. The 
door had been closed when I came, and the bat had apparently  
entered through a hole or crack in the eaves, or by a broken window 
pane.
A week or so later two or three bats again came to the yard on a 
mild evening, and flew abou t  as before until long after dark. W hen 
the warm nights ended they once more left us. They visited us in this 
way for perhaps three or four years, and then as mysteriously as they 
had first appeared, they stopped coming. I cannot remem ber having 
seen them before or since. D uring that  same period, there were 
scattered reports of bats seen in the evenings near Fairbanks by 
people who did not know they existed so far north. It may be that 
some subtle shift in their migratory habits, or a change in the climate 
of the interior, a change so slight we did not notice it, brought them 
there. And then, like so many other events in our lives, perhaps there 
is no explanation at all. They just  came, and then they left. Be glad.
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In spite of all the folk literature and old wives tales, the te rro r  of my 
m other and g randm other at the very thought o f  having a bat in the 
attic, I felt no uneasiness in their presence. Years before, while an  art 
student in W ashington, I had come home late at night to the 
roominghouse where I lived. As I climbed to the landing on the 
second floor, I saw a large bat flying up and dow n the corridor. I 
stood still there; it flew swiftly, avoiding me each time it passed. I 
remember now opening a window at one end of the corridor before 
going on upstairs. “They are not witches . . . they will not try to get 
into your hair. Like most animals and some people, w hat they want 
most is to be left alone.”
Although surely indifferent to ou r  presence, as all wild things tend 
to be, they seemed in that far, no rthern  place, remote from  attics and 
belfries, to be warm, curious and friendly little beings, whose lives 
m omentarily touched ou r  own. W hen they did not come again I felt 
something was missing in the O ctober twilight. Som etim e after they 
first appeared I wrote a poem called “Shadow s.” It began:
In the  even ing  n e a r  the  end  o f  s u m m e r ,
w hen  the  y a rd  is qu ie t ,
the  small  b a ts  com e,
b ro w n  leaves in the  twil ight .  . .
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